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A Liberated Journalist and Yankee Women on
the Florida Frontier
by J ohn T. Foster, Jr., Sarah Whitmer Foster, and
Roscoe A. Turnquest
ournalist Ellen Augusta Hill wrote an unusual newspaper
column for two years in the 1880s- one that contains both
her own extraordinary ideas and many of those of her rural
readers. By tracing the journalist's effort and the response it
helped to generate, a picture emerges of women who have received
little attention in Florida history. Neither Hill nor her followers were
native-born Floridians, or even Southerners. They were Yankee
women who came from New York and, perhaps surprisingly, from
both Ohio and Illinois. The topics covered by Hill and the dialogue
engendered departed from earlier journalistic activities in Florida.
They also vary from women of the period associated with social
and political organizations such as the Southern Farmer's Alliance.
Differences also appear when the content is matched to the lives
of many rural women . What emerges is an early commitment to
women's liberation.
In the late nineteenth century, it would not have been unusual
for a woman to write a regular newspaper column for homemakers.
The problem for many women journalists was in addressing
topics beyond four narrow subjects: fashions, food, family, and
furnishings . Ellen Augusta Hill, or Mrs. E. A. H ill as she signed her
columns in the 1880s, did not have this problem. When she started
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organizing the woman's page for the Florida Dispatch, she served
notice that it was more than a section for homemaking and the
exchange of recipes. Hill promised that her column would publish
the grievances of women. 1
In the 1880s, there were exceptions to women being limited
to topics related to the household. Many of these were associated
with the Populist Party and farmers' organizations that supported
economic and political reforms.
While Ellen Hill shared
commonalities with rural women elsewhere, she also differed
in her concerns, offering no vocal support for any particular
organization. The contents of Hill's column also differed from the
articles written by women about Florida decades earlier.
Perhaps the first woman to write about Florida in newspapers
was Harriet Beecher Stowe's first cousin, Harriet Foote Hawley.
Hawley was the daughter of Stowe's mother's youngest brother and
came to Florida in the Civil War. Her husband, Joseph R. Hawley,
was on garrison duty in Fernandina in 1863 and his wife joined
him there. Together the Hawleys owned a newspaper in Hartford,
Connecticut, and Harriet wrote eight articles about her experiences
in the South. The first in the series was a moving description of
reading the Emancipation Proclamation to black federal troops in
the Sea Islands: 2
The President's Proclamation was read by Dr. Brisbane, a
man who, as Col. Higginson said, in his early manhood
had given freedom to his own slaves, it seemed fitting he
should now in his maturer years, be permitted to read the
tidings of freedom to others. A beautiful stand of colors was
then presented to the regiment by Rev. Mr. French and as
Col. Higginson received the unfurled banner in his hand,
and turned to reply, a single quavering voice, evidently
that of an aged Negro, burst out into song "America," "My
Country' tis of thee, Sweet land of Liberty," &c. Instantly
other voices among them joined in-the audience on
the platform, much moved, would have joined also, but,
waving his hand and saying, "Leave them to themselves,"
Col. Higginson silenced us, and the song went on, swelling

1.

2.

Florida Dispatch, August 9, 1886.
See Sarah Whitmer Foster and John T. Foster, Jr., "Harriet Ward Foote Hawley:
Civil War Journalist," Florida Historical Quarterly 83, no. 4 (April 2005): 448-467.
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louder and fuller till the whole regiment had joined and all
the great crowd also. Tears filled many eyes around mefor myself, I could hardly check the sobs, as I thought-for
the first time-now-they have a Country-it is to them
now a "land of Liberty. "3
While Harriet Hawley went on to write about a diversity of
subjects-Civil War Fernandina and the beauty of the waterfront
at St. Augustine, she never touched upon women's rights in print
in Florida.
Within a few years Harriet Beecher Stowe joined her relative.
Starting in 1867 and ending in the early 1880s, the famous novelist
wrote fifty-two articles about Florida or about travel to the state. A
third of Stowe's efforts were collected together to form her book
Palmetto-Leaves. To encourage tourism, she vividly described travel
to St. Augustine, boating on streams and rivers, wildlife and birds,
and the wonder of her orange groves. Stowe also added comments
on African-American workers and value of the Freedmen's Savings
Bank. As the novelist put it, the bank's deposits show that black" ...
Southern laborers are a thrifty, industrious, advancing set.. .. " In
her literature about Florida, Stowe wrote disparaging comments
about male tourists who wantonly shot birds and wildlife from the
decks of steamboats; however, she never commented upon male
behavior in other spheres. 4
While neither Hawley nor Stowe provided a place for the
exchange of ideas, such places did emerge. In the period when
Hill wrote her column, the end of the 1880s, rural women were
writing letters to newspapers affiliated with the Southern Farmer's
Alliance, an organization that came to be associated with the
Populist Party. The Alliance began in Texas in 1877 and spread
elsewhere in the Upper and Lower South. Farmers in the last three
decades of the nineteenth century faced a combination of difficult
economic problems: the period saw a continued reliance on cotton
and its price declined, monopolies became more common in both
railroads and in industrial production, and the nation's economic
policies resulted in a long period of deflation. Indebtedness grew
among farmers as they became ensnared in the crop-lien system
in which funds were borrowed against future cotton crops. While
3.
4.

Ibid., 454-456; Hartford Evening Press,January 14, 1863.
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Palmetto-Leaves (Boston: James R. Osgood and
Company, 1873).
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state legislatures enacted low interest rates, Marion Barthelme
states "actual rates charged ... [were] well in excess of 100 percent
annually." The results for tens of thousands of farmers were
disastrous, creating a form of "peonage." In Tennessee, Connie
Lester noted that the size of the average farm dropped from 166
acres in 1870 to 91 in 1900. Correspondingly, in the same period
the value of the average farm declined from $2,387 to $1,519. 5
The Alliance offered a series of proposals to improve the lives
of rural farmers. Beyond seeking legislation to control monopolies
and to reform fundamental currency, the organization also sought
"better public schools for rural children, state agricultural colleges,
colleges for women, laws controlling the railroads, better prices for
farm products." To achieve these goals the Alliance appealed to
both men and women. In doing this, it rejected the nineteenth
century model of the "southern lady, submissive and virtuous,
'the most fascinating being in creation. the delight and charm
of every [social] circle she moves in."' Historian Julie Roy Jeffrey
suggests that the status of women began changing after the Civil
War. As a consequence of the deaths of soldiers-husbands,
fathers, sons-women had to "run farms, boarding houses, to
become seamstresses, postmistresses, and teachers." By the 1880s
a different model for women appeared, making it possible for
the Alliance to urge "women to adopt a new self-image, one that
included education, economic self-sufficiency, one that made a
mockery of all false ideas of gentility." 6
As the Alliance grew, women wrote letters to newspapers. This
was especially true of The Weekly Toiler in Tennessee, the Progressive
Farmer in North Carolina, and the Southern Mercury in Texas, all of
which had statewide audiences. Within these letters are a series of
recurring topics. Connie Lester found women elaborating on their
contributions to farm life, ranging from poultry production and
the marketing of eggs to offering advice on crops. Women worried
about debts and mortgages on farms as well as other economic
5.

6.

Marion K. Barthelme, Women in the Texas Populist Movement (College Station:
Texas A&M Press, 1997), 9; Connie L. Lester, "'Let Us Be Up and Doing':
Women in the Tennessee Movements for Agrarian Reform, 1870-1892,"
Tennessee Historical Quarterly 44, no. 2 (Summer 1995): 84.
Barthelme, Women in the Texas Populist Movement, 25; Anne Firor Scott, The
Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970), 4-5;Julie Roy Jeffrey, "Women in the Southern Farmers'
Alliance: A Reconsideration of the Role and Status of Women in the Late
Nineteenth-Century South," Feminist Studies 3 (Fall 1975), 73.
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problems. With few labor-saving devices the "burdens of poverty
and subsistence agriculture fell disproportionately on women."
Women also commented upon the dynamics of local units of the
Alliance-ones that excluded or minimized the participation of
women-and criticized the behavior of conservative men who
balked at the Alliance's reforms. 7
While women in Texas echoed many of the concerns of
their contemporaries in Tennessee, they also differed. The rural
economy of the West was less diverse and more subject to croplien exploitation. In her book, Marion Barthelme found that
while women pulled "their own weight on farms" also they showed
reticence to write letters or to speak in public. As time passed,
the women became less self-effacing. The letters from Texas, at
times, went beyond the economic problems of the era to stress the
beauty of the country: places "where vegetation puts forth all its
magnificence and the merry songs of birds inspire ... admiration." 8
Ellen A. Hill addressed some of these topics in her columns on
Florida. When Hill joined the Florida Dispatch in 1886 the weekly
newspaper had been in publication for sixteen years- first in
Live Oak and then Jacksonville. The relocation and changes in
ownership did not affect the primary focus of the publication. The
Dispatch printed articles about orange groves and a wide variety of
tree and fruit crops, including both peaches and pecans. It also
endorsed truck farming and the planting of winter vegetables. One
of the few issues surviving from the 1870s talked about four crates
of peas bringing more than fifteen dollars and that tomatoes would
bring "ten dollars per bushel through the entire month of April."
The development of new crops appealed to Yankee newcomers
rather than to either Florida Crackers or to local cotton planters.
By 1887, the publication claimed the largest circulation of any
newspaper in the state. 9
The Dispatch encouraged agricultural change that was occurring
in Florida. The newspaper reported that while the state harvested
"eighty million oranges" in 1885, most of this production came
from new groves. As the newspaper explained, "Fully two-thirds of
the orange orchards in the state are under ten years of age ... " The
groves in the eastern and central parts of Florida stood in marked
7.
8.
9.

Lester, "Let Us Be Up and Doing," 88-90.
Barthelme, Women in the Texas Populist Movement, 13, 20.
Florida Dispatch, May 8, 1876 andJanuary 3, 1887.
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contrast with the cotton producing counties around Tallahassee
that remained agriculturally and economically stagnant. 10
Typically the Dispatch issues addressed agricultural news and
the steps necessary to grow novel crops. More importantly for Ellen
Hill, it printed the correspondence of its readers. As years passed,
the newspaper placed a "Household" page just in front of a section
allotted to advertisements. Before Hill's leadership, this part of the
newspaper seems to have had no one charged with organizing it.
The topics addressed in a December 1884 issue were a disorderly
mixture: "Rye Bread," "To Crystallize Fruit," "Pickling Beef,"
"Mutton-Why not Eat?" "Sulphur Bleaching Dried Fruit," and a
preparation to clean and preserve wood shingled roofs. Obviously,
improvements could be made, and a new editor, A. H. Manville,
selected Ellen Hill to lead the renamed "Household Interests"
section. Probably realizing the nature of the Dispatch 's readership,
the city-based newspaper selected a journalist who lived in Orange
City, southwest of Daytona Beach.
After stating her promise to offer a place for women's
grievances in August 1886, Ellen Hill took months to implement
it. In March 1887, she began by outlining a couple's experiences in
Florida. Having arrived on a farm near New Smyrna, the husband
became "wholly absorbed in ... the orange culture, a victim to the
orange craze, nothing else was thought of, nothing else was spoken
of morning, noon or night, but oranges." This single-minded
preoccupation eventually undermined the relationship between
the husband and wife. Hill explained that the husband was wrong
and should have followed a very different course of action: " ... if you
wish a permanent and happy home in Florida, commence by giving
your wife extra attention; always ask her opinion whether guided
by it or not; try and get her enthused with whatever interests you;
let her help you plan your business and tell her all the particulars
regarding it." Take her to meetings of the agricultural societies,
Hill advised, and give her kisses and kisses to make up for those of
her family far away. Love, Hill noted, "makes it possible to endure
deprivations of a frontier." Hill closed her column by stating that
the farm near New Smyrna failed and that the embittered couple
left Florida. 11

10.
11.

Florida Dispatch, March 29, 1886.

Ibid., March 14, 1887.
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Two weeks later, on March 28, 1887, Hill printed a frank response
from Duval County: "Dear Mrs. Hill. You have struck the keynote at
last. It is not Florida but the men who come here that are to blame
for all the unhappiness the women complain of. I have watched for
many weeks for your pen to swerve into the right groove; now keep
harping on that string until you bring about a reform. You only
touch them with a feather; they need a battle axe." 12
This writer was not alone, and in a subsequent edition Hill
published a letter from a woman near Lake Helen: "Oh, the
stupidity of men! Is it enough to make one groan being burdened?
How little they know of a true woman's heart." The writer went on
to agree with Hill's original position that wives needed affection. If
they had it, women could put up with "suffering" on the frontier. 13
Within a few months, Hill turned to what would become
another reoccurring theme: women should not be limited to the
traditional roles of housekeeping and parenting. She began the
topic by proclaiming, "The popular prejudice so long prevalent in
regard to woman's entering the business world has gradually given
way, and of late years we find record of many who have not only
tried, but, what is more to the point, have met with success." She
proceeded to state that women in Florida were already involved
with orange groves, gardens, and vineyards. Therefore, Hill
claimed, women could do well in raising all kinds of fruit and she
already knew of an example. Besides, she added, in a marriage
"necessity often compels" a woman to do different things. Women
can already be found in "the office, store or shop." So, "why not in
the orchard?" 14
In the very next column the journalist recommended a fair
division of the family's resources. "An even-handed justice should
prevail in all the economies of life; for instance, the wife must
not be expected to turn her gowns wrong side out, and up side
down, while the husbands and sons spend on every hand to suit
their tastes and wishes ... " Hill proposed that funds be allocated
to the wife to run the household. If by chance, she could save
part of these resources for "herself, well and good." At a later time,
Hill returned to the use of family money by observing that men
and boys purchased tobacco and other "worthless things." Then
12.
13.
14.

Florida Dispatch, March 28, 1887.

Ibid., May 23, 1887.
Ibid.,July 11, 1887.
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she addressed basic equality: " ... exact justice demands that a sum
equal to any and all thus expended [by males] be placed in the
wife's hands for her personal use and benefit, be it for finery or
the 'missionaries' but never expend it on 'clothes for the baby."' 15
When Hill first raised the topic of family finances, she also
printed a letter tracing the development of an orange grove. It
was under the management of a young woman, a "sister-in-law of
a Capt. R. in Pasco County." The young woman supplied all of the
leadership, giving instructions to male laborers. The entire project
was hers. "While on a visit to her sister, she conceived the idea of
starting an orange grove on her own account. In an incredibly
short space of time five acres were cleared, plowed and grubbed,
until it was clean as a garden." Then she went to a nursery and
personally chose "two hundred budded [orange trees] of largest
size and choicest variety." Then the woman purchased a ton or
more of fertilizer and had it properly distributed. But this was not
the end of her project; she also purchased fifty peach trees and a
long list of other fruit trees and planted them among the orange
trees. All of this was accomplished with knowledge and insight.
Or as the writer put it, "Advanced young men who fondly hugged
the delusion to their bosoms that they knew all about horticulture
or floriculture, on talking with her on the subjects, quickly found
out that she had forgotten enough information on the subjects at
issue to liberally endow a chair in any one of our ... Agricultural
colleges." As time passed, the woman's grove prospered, becoming
"one of the best looking." Interestingly, the writer went on to note
that the young woman was not a Yankee and her knowledge of
the fine arts rivaled a Renaissance man: "The music of Beethoven
and Chopin fairly drips from her finger tips, and for a pastime she
paints plaques." The author of the letter was Nellie Bly, ajournalist
who became famous at the end of the nineteenth century. 16
Unlike the woman in the Bly example, Hill's correspondence
in the Dispatch came from Yankee women. They were from a variety
of states-Maine, Michigan, Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, New York, and
Kansas-with more coming from Illinois than any other place. For
most families the move to Florida was health related. The illnesses
of one or more family members were severe enough that they had
little or no choice but to relocate. Each of the women responding
15.
16.

Florida Dispatch, July 18, 1887 and April 30, 1888.
lbid.,July 18, 1887.
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reported that health had improved rapidly, especially among their
children. 17
In the wake of the Bly letter, Hill wrote a column that sparked
one of the liveliest and longest interchanges among her readers. It
began when Hill offered a hypothesis that men liked Florida much
better than women. Then she threw open much of her newspaper
page for the readers' responses. As Hill put it, "we .. .invite
all settlers to send in their opinion of Florida as a home." The
journalist went on to say that she wanted to hear both the positive
and negative. "We wish to have the testimony full and complete;
with the dark side brought to the front." 18
Perhaps to her surprise, women were not unhappy. Rather
than listing grievances many of the women along Florida's frontier
described the simple pleasures of life. One enjoyed the countless
pines around her home:
I have dwelt among them so long that I love them everyone,
from the stately tree straight as an arrow that reaches its
head high toward heaven, to the one that stands like some
gray sentinel only waiting for some friendly ax to lay it low,
its work ended; and to you who dwell among the pines of
Florida I would ask. Did you ever listen to the moaning of
the wind and pine tree tops? Did you ever sit at dusk and
listen to them, how they begin to whisper and talk among
themselves, how the whisper seems to start from afar off
and gain in volume as it advances, and sob and moan
like someone in mortal agony, and finally die away in the
distance only to begin again, ... did you ever watch them
on a pleasant sunshiny day how they nod and whisper to
one another like children at play, and almost sing you a
lullaby as you lazily swing to and fro in a hammock [?] 19
Still another woman enjoyed basic everyday life:
I find so much to occupy my time from my little chicks to
my little babe. I began this season with seven hens, and
have so far raised sixty chickens (not-withstanding [my]
baby gets among them sometimes with a stick and plays
havoc.) They are now repaying me for all my troubles by
17. Florida Dispatch, August 29, 1887.
18. Ibid. , August 29, 1887.
19. Ibid., August 1, 1887.
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coming to my table in the most approved style. Then I
have a garden that requires my early mornings and late
afternoons. I can assure you I spend much time among
my vegetables, and it is a feast to the eye to see each of my
plants become a king's diadem, all glittering in the early
sun rays with nature's ownjewels. What delicious dinners
I can assure you, not only prepared but provided by own
hands.
Near by is my nursery of young trees, the majority
planted by myself. I have oranges of all varieties, persimmons, pears, figs, bananas, peaches and grapes. When
I have nothing else to do I don bonnet and gloves, take
my garden hoe, and give my tree's good working, and
they seem to like to have me visit them ... Of all the duties,
mother duty is the sweetest, and at night when I feel little
clinging arms around my neck and list to baby's 'good
nigh,t' I feel I am the happiest woman in the world." 20
When the women turned to common problems in Floridasnakes, mosquitoes, gnats, flies, roaches, and the heat-they had
seen worse elsewhere. No one claimed that mosquitoes were a
major concern. Five families specifically mentioned screens on
doors and windows while others lived in pine barrens away from
lakes and ponds. Part of the latter group had mosquito nets for
beds that often went unused. The heat was mitigated by the sea
breezes that reached twenty or more miles into the interior of the
state. If one wanted to suffer from the heat in the summer, a reader
suggested that Cincinnati was the place. 21
Even the roaches were not an insurmountable problem for
these Yankee settlers. One person offered a formula for effective
poisonous bait, suggesting a mixture of one part boric acid, one
part water and two parts sugar brought to a boil. The mixture
should then be applied to small pieces of cardboard and placed
in the bugs' "haunts." The writer's observation that roaches "eat
the mixture and [it] kills them" is, without doubt, correct. One

20.
21.

Florida Dispatch, September 24, 1888.
Ibid., September 12, 1887. Malaria existed in Florida, but only family actually
mentioned it. They claimed to be well-stocked with quinine and were
prepared to use it at the first notice of anything resembling the disease. As for
hurricanes, none were mentioned.
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commercial company still uses a variation of this formula to create
an inexpensive insecticide that Floridians have used for decades. 22
While the advice shared among these Yankees was insightful, it
also had the potential of keeping them healthy. The worst problem
was unclean water. As a writer put it, "Physicians have told us that
the water we drink is the cause of more sickness in the South than
almost all other causes. We are afraid of the water in shallow wells,
as it was usually the drainage from the land, and unfit for drinking
purposes." The letter went on to give this advice: "It will do
nicely for washing and cleaning, as the water is soft; and, perhaps
after boiling will answer for cooking." Having clearly stated the
problem, the writer turned to an effective answer: "we prefer to use
rain water to drink. We have a small brick cistern, but barrels ...
will do." The writer's plan also included, "A small bag of charcoal
dropped into the barrel [to] keep the water pure; also, take a thin
muslin or cheese cloth to cover the barrel to prevent dust, leaves
and debris from getting into the water. The cloth can be washed
when needed." This had to have been a significant improvement
over shallow wells and water drawn from portds and streams where
there was a risk of contamination by livestock. 23
While the Yankee readers of the Dispatch shared solutions
to problems, one even offered insight into the lives of Cracker
women. In 1887, a tourist walked some miles from a railroad in
south Florida and came upon a farm where he was greeted with
genuine hospitality. The meal consisting of bacon, collards, com
bread, sweet potatoes, and black coffee proved to be wonderful
and given his hunger, he was very appreciative. As he put it, "so
much good will was bestowed upon a stranger, and a Yankee, I
could not suppress a 'Thank God."' Later, sitting on the porch
visiting with the "Old Man," the tourist learned in an extended visit
that the woman of the house was "wearing out." Much of this was
attributed to milking not "less than thirty cows." But the Yankee
stranger began to add up how the farm was organized-the only
water source was a pond a quarter of a mile from the house, the
kitchen was a hundred feet from the main house, the pen for the
cows was a quarter of a mile from the dwelling and the garden was
a half mile away in yet a different direction. All of this formed
22. Florida Dispatch, May 28, 1888. The "Harris Famous Roach Tablets" made by
P.F. Harris Mtg. Co. are 40% boric acid and 60 % inert ingredients.
23. Ibid., March 14, 1887.
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a pattern: "no convenience did I perceive [was ever offered] to
lessen labor or the wear and tear on the body" of the wife. As the
tourist passed still other Cracker farms, the same pattern repeated:
"I discovered the same disregard for appliances which save the
body from extreme exertion and toil and lessen the exhaustion of
the wife and mother. ... " The observer then exclaimed, "Oh, when
will farmers learn to take care of their wives and daughters?" 24
While the source of Hill's views on women's rights may have
come from numerous pamphlets and books, she actually attributes
it to everyday life on the frontier. Citing an article from the Pacific
Rural Press, the journalist observed that women ran thousands
of farms from Minnesota to the Dakotas and south into Kansassome 2,377 to be exact. Part of this resulted when husbands died,
and the wives continued to manage the farms on their own. Still
others were run by "large numbers of unmarried women." Necessity
required women to plow fields, harvest grain, and cut cords of
wood. Generations earlier, when the frontier was in the Shenandoah
Valley, one family let its eldest daughter translate all of its business
transactions with German customers. Once free from traditional
roles, she spent the next seventy years as a businesswoman. It is not
a chance phenomenon that the first states in this country to approve
that franchise for women were all west of the Mississippi River. 25
Ellen Hill claimed the status of a "pioneer" for herself. Born in
upstate New York in 1836 as Ellen Augusta Morgan, she was carried
as an infant from New York to Illinois in a wagon. As an educator
in poor health she moved to the South in 1869, spending the next
nineteen years in the region, part of it in the wilds of Florida. Like
many correspondents of the Dispatch, Ellen overcame her medical
problems. In 1882, she married a widower physician, Philip W. Hill,
in Orange City, Florida. Her travels and experiences as a child in
Illinois left Ellen believing that she was a real pioneer-not unlike
the remote ancestors of other nineteenth century women. This
explains the title for a series of articles Hill wrote in the summer of
1888 and her display of daring on a hundred and fifty mile journey
across Florida. 26

24.
25.

26.

FloridaDispatch,June 13, 1887.
Ibid.;John T. Foster Jr. and Sarah Whitmer Foster, Contentment and the Pursuit of
Ambition: The Grattans and Their Remarkable Women (Tallahassee: Rose Printing
Co., 2011).
Florida Dispatch, December 5, 1887,July 30 and August 6, 13, 20 and 27, 1888.
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The goal of Hill's "Pioneer Trip" was to go to the beach in her
carriage, something that was actually much more complicated than
- it sounds. While the coast was not far away from Orange City, the
mainland is separated from the Atlantic by barrier islands. To solve
this problem, Hill knew that the North River could be forded some
dozen or so miles above St. Augustine. Hence, the entire journey
consisted of traveling northeast for five days. Accompanying her
were two women and a guide with limited knowledge. 27
The trip began early on July 9 in Orange City and ended with
Hill's return almost two weeks later. The travelers went first to
Deland and to the cattle ranch of a Mr. Marsh. Passing through
an enormous hammock and very large abandoned fields, Hill
and her friends rode into "almost trackless 'flat-woods' country;
as yet unchanged by the progress of civilization, and, no doubt,
essentially the same as it was fifty years ago." The goal for the first
day was to reach a few houses near Haw Creek-a place southwest
of Bunnell. However, Florida in 1888 was a land offew bridges and
even fewer road signs, conditions that would prove problematic.
As the party approached the area of Haw Creek, they ran into the
first of these reoccurring problems, a stream with no bridge. To
ascertain its depth, one of the party waded in front of the carriage.
The water was found to be only a "little over the hub," permitting
the passengers in the carriage to cross without getting wet. A second
problem came from the mosquitoes that plagued the pioneers on
two occasions. They came on the first night "by battalions; a whole
army in fact. Buzz! buzz! buzz! and the gallinippers [sp] were at
our ears, our eyes, and every available space not trebly protected." 28
While the travelers had hoped to reach a community at Haw
Creek the first evening, they found it on the second morning. This
required the guide leaving the women and searching for the place
to make sure they were on the right road. By night three, the
pioneers were near Matanzas Inlet, below St. Augustine's old city.
On the fourth day, Hill's party rode into the city; "After crossing the
bridge we come to the old town proper and here note the changes
made in a few years. The grand hotel Ponce de Leon, occupying
so much room, has altered the appearance of that part of town very
materially. But the old plaza had all its accustomed fascination for

27.
28.

RoridaDispatch,July 30, 1888.
Ibid. ,July 30, 1888. The American gall nipper is the world's largest mosquito.
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us as we paused before the ancient monument in commemoration
of the brave soldiers, "who died far from home in a strange land,
-loved by their comrades and honored by their country." 29
After Ellen and her friends again got lost north of St. Augustine,
they eventually found the Atlantic Ocean:
The sun was low in the west as we drove into and through
the most beautiful hammock land it has been our
pleasure to witness in Florida. Magnificent giants of the
forest, encircled vines, which in themselves seemed trees,
it seemed to us that we could spend an entire season
in contemplation of such beauties of nature when we
reached the last sand hill which obstructed our view, and
lo! "The sea, the sea, the deep blue sea." and, as to former
generations, so to us, in all its grandeur it seemed to say:
"Men may come and men may go; But I flow on forever." 30
Ellen Augusta Hill was willing to act on her pioneering
spirit-to get into a carriage and ride across one hundred and fifty
miles of Florida-a remarkable undertaking in 1888. Women by
circumstance or choice did things on the frontier that their sisters
in cities could not.
Early in 1888, more than a year after beginning her column, Hill
wrote a series of articles about home furnishings that led her to a
revolutionary conclusion. While many of the topics were mundane:
home attractions (pictures, books, music, flowers, good cooking)
and how to organize bedrooms, dining rooms, kitchens and parlors,
Hill did offer timeless suggestions. Having followed the journalist
through these topics, one reader turned to the design of homes,
sending Hill a floor plan for a house she had built. The woman
started with a dwelling similar to ones she knew in the North. It began
like countless nineteenth century houses-two rooms on each side
of central hall with a kitchen built on the backside of the structure.
The home owner discovered to her chagrin the kitchen was cut off
from the "breeze from the south and off from the lake and much of
the circulation of air from all points." To solve the problem she had
the kitchen moved back from the house and to a position parallel
to the original front but west of it. Then the space between the
kitchen and the back of the house was filled by relocating a room.
29.
30.

Florida Dispatch, August 20, 1888.
Ibid., September 3, 1888.
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All the rooms were connected by a porch that was extended from
the central hall. As a result a square house became an L, with the
kitchen attached at the top left of the L. One of the special features
of the dwelling came from the extensive porch. It was " ... not only
pleasant to live on but broke the direct rays of the sun from the
house, making it cooler." Besides, the kitchen that had once been
stifling became the coolest room in the entire dwelling. 31
The idea that "Northern" house plans were ill suited to Florida
did not upset Ellen Hill who was herself, a Yankee. Hill's response,
however, went much further than an affirmation. She used the
opportunity to print excerpts of an article proposing that women
become architects. Women had more knowledge than men in
several areas, the article stated. First, they had more experience in
making "a house more convenient and pleasant." Secondly, women
normally cleaned dwellings, giving them additional insights. "Only
those who have experimental knowledge of housework are fit
to plan the department where it is to be carried on." Given this
background, it was recommended that men design large public
buildings while the planning of dwellings should be "turned over
to women." To become an architect would not be easy, requiring
several years of hard work in an architect's office or an equal
length of time in a college or university. The author concluded
that women could do as well in architecture as in law or medicine. 32
However, it would be many years after Hill publicly championed
the idea of women becoming architects that it became historical
fact. Perhaps the first woman to achieve prominence in architecture
in Florida was Marion Manley. On September 6, 1918, Manley
received the second license in architecture issued to a woman by
the State of Florida. She began her own practice in Miami in the
1920s, designing small Spanish style residences. The proposition
that women should become architects in 1888 actually precedes
the birth of Marion Manley by five years. It also predates the entry
of women into the legal profession. Louise Rebecca Pinnell was not
admitted to the Florida Bar Association until 1898. According to
the Florida Bar journal, "Ms. Pinnell, Florida's first woman lawyer,
practiced in Jacksonville for over forty-five years. "33
31.
32.
33.

FloridaDispatch,July 16, 1888.
Ibid., September 10, 1888.
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(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010),"Women
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While Ellen Hill lived until February 1920, she had rejected
any arbitrary limits on the talents of women decades earlier. In
- June 1888, she wrote:
The world is moving, and moving in the right direction
along the line of women's activities, very slowing but surely
the degraded condition that adhered to women of the past
ages is giving way, and as each advancement is attended
with manifest blessings to themselves and to the world, we
wait in confidence the opening of the day when woman's
sphere will be limited only by her capabilities. As women, we
owe duty and allegiance to our sex, [to attain] the highest
place possible .... 34
It is clear that the writings of Hill and those of women in Florida
differ from those affiliated with the Farmers' Alliance. By relying
on citrus and a mixture of fruit and vegetables, Yankee women lived
in a rural environment without the dreadful effects of a traditional
monoculture in the South. None of them mentioned cotton or
the other economic excesses of the era- ruthless monopolies, bank
foreclosures, and dishonest retailers. Hill and her readers were
also less reserved than the women in Texas or Tennessee. They
forthrightly claimed a place of equality in orange groves, orchards,
or in any profession. When she sought details of women's
grievances in Florida, Hill got back statements that women were
pleased with their lives. Rural life brought health and joy to many
Yankee women in Florida and, unlike countless contemporaries in
Texas or Tennessee, they were free to enjoy it.

34.

FloridaDispatch, ]une 4, 1888.
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